
																						 	
Office of Careers and Professional Development 

      Eastman School of Music 
 26 Gibbs Street 
 Rochester, NY 14604 

Iml.esm.rochester.edu/careers/ Cover Letter Handbook, 1 

 
Musician’s Cover Letter Handbook 

Compiled by Blaire K.S. Koerner 
© 2017 

 

A cover letter, also called a letter of application, introduces you to the employer 
by providing a first impression of who you are, your experiences and 
qualifications. It highlights pertinent information that is relevant to the position 
for which you are applying. It is a formal document where you can demonstrate 
your skills, go into detail about specific topics in your résumé, and explain how 
you can fit and assist the organization.  
 
CONTENT 
There are many types of jobs, positions, and activities in the music field for 
which you could apply. This handbook focuses on three types of opportunities – 
music performance, music teaching, and arts administration. Before you begin 
writing, carefully read the job announcement to fully understand the 
expectations. Consider how to address the various responsibilities of the 
position and find ways to apply or mirror any keywords used in the job 
listing/description.  
 

In general, cover letters inform the employer why you are suited for a position. 
Cover letters do not explain nor list everything from your résumé. Instead, they 
serve as a sales pitch, bringing forth and highlighting related information you 
want them to notice. To understand what might be important to the position, do 
a little research on the organization and see if you can incorporate specific 
references to their projects.  
 
Performance: 
For most performance positions, only a résumé is required. If this is the case, 
just a formal email, to which a PDF is attached, will suffice. Make sure to 
highlight which position you are applying (often multiple auditions are being 
held around the same time). Having a nice personalized email signature at the 
bottom is a good touch. 
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Teaching: 
Use the cover letter to go into depth about certain teaching experiences that 
are applicable to the position. What topics or lesson plans have you focused on 
in your teaching? Do you have specific certification or training (Suzuki, Kodaly, 
Jump Right In)? What types of educational projects are you proud of? You could 
incorporate pedagogical terminology, proof of student improvement or other 
creative endeavors. 
 

If you are applying to a collegiate teaching position, make sure to assess what 
type of professor the search committee is looking for. Some schools prefer 
hiring scholars who are widely published or researched, while others focus on 
high-level performers. Once you know the requirements of the position, bring 
those to the forefront.  
 

 
 
Arts Administration: 
Most arts administration jobs are closely intertwined with business-type 
positions. When highlighting your related experience, make sure to point out 
your ability to communicate, lead, organize, collaborate, and/or other related 
skills. Avoid generic phrases such as have “good communication skills” or “work 
well in team.” Instead, illustrate your use of these through detailing projects you 
developed, worked on, completed and/or assisted.  
 
FORMAT & LENGTH 
Most cover letters should be 1 page in length, but for some higher 
education/leadership positions 1.5 pages may be appropriate. It is standard to 
use block form, which includes the recipient’s address above the salutation and 
spaces between paragraphs with no indentation, as shown below: 
Chair Name 
Institution or Organization 
Street Address 
City, State ZIP 
Dear Ms., Mr., or Dr. (Name indicated on job description). 

 
 

Note: When applying to a university or college, make sure to consider your 
experience in recruiting. Oftentimes, this is a requirement of your position as 
a professor and any experience (and success) in this field is coveted.  
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When addressing the letter, do not use “To Whom it May Concern” or “To the 
Search Committee.” Instead include the name of the person to whom you are 
sending your application.   
 
STYLIZING 
First and foremost, match the style of the cover letter to your résumé. Choose 
the same easy to read font and size. Incorporate the same letterhead at the top 
of your letter, which should include your name and contact information, such as 
address, phone number, and/or email. A little stylizing can be incorporated 
here, such as lines, color, or a graphic, but it should be relatively subtle.  
 

Most applications are now submitted online. However, if you do send a printed 
copy, make sure it is on the same high-quality paper as your résumé (in a subtle 
color) and printed using a good machine (no smudges or smears). 
 
WORDING 
Tone:  
Your audience will likely include a chair of the department and/or senior faculty 
members, so keep your prose professional and natural. Do not embellish your 
words or make them flowery because you think it’s what they want. Be direct, 
honest, and appropriately represent yourself.  
 

The cover letter should compel the reader to take a closer look at your résumé 
or CV by highlighting your best and most relevant experiences or accomplish-
ments. In the first two paragraphs, express your selected experiences in a 
positive and detailed manner. In the final paragraph it is important to highlight 
why you are interested in them and how you are the right fit. Remember it’s a 
two-way street and you need to demonstrate why this match would work. 
Overall, keep your tone respectful and honest - thank the committee at the end 
and show that you are willing to offer additional information or materials.  
 
Transitions and Structure: 
Avoid simply rehashing your résumé or CV in prose form.  Vary your sentence 
structure and avoid starting each sentence with “I.” Instead, use action verbs to  
show your abilities and level of responsibility—these translate to skills, 
confidence, and knowledge. Make sure your verb tenses match your resume.  
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Avoid employing generic phrases such as “I work hard” or “I’m excited for this 
opportunity.” Instead, use your experiences to demonstrate your readiness for 
the role. What are the transferable skills or ideas? Connect the dots for your 
readers so that they understand how your previous experiences relate to the 
open position. This can be done quite effectively in transitions at the beginning 
or end of a paragraph. Check each paragraph to ensure that there is a clear flow 
between ideas and try not to repeat yourself. 
 
Some sample action verbs to potentially incorporate include: 
 

Sample Action Verbs 
(many of these verbs are applicable to multiple areas) 

General Musician Teacher Arts Administrator 

Applied 
Analyzed 
Built 
Communicated 
Compiled 
Completed 
Conceived 
Created 
Delivered 
Developed 
Established 
Gathered 
Implemented 
Influenced 
Launched 
Maintained 
Ordered 
Organized 
Proposed 
Provided 
Selected 
Started 

Accompanied 
Acted 
Adjudicated 
Arranged 
Collaborated 
Composed 
Conducted 
Designed 
Guided 
Mastered 
Observed 
Participated 
Performed 
Played 
Programmed 
Published 
Recorded 
Rehearsed 
Transcribed 
Served 
Won 
Worked 

Advised  
Assessed 
Auditioned 
Coached 
Counseled 
Demonstrated 
Directed 
Discussed 
Informed 
Instructed 
Lectured 
Modeled 
Motivated 
Taught 
Trained  
Tutored 
Recruited 
Reported 
Researched 
Planned 
Presented 
Published 

Administered 
Coordinated 
Constructed 
Delegated 
Evaluated 
Founded 
Guided 
Identified 
Improved 
Increased 
Innovated 
Interned 
Launched 
Led 
Managed 
Marketed 
Oversaw 
Planned 
Produced 
Reviewed 
Scheduled 
Supervised 
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TIPS: 
Remember, writing a solid cover letter will take time, but it’s the first item an 
employer will read from your application. Make it is compelling enough that 
they continue to read about you! Plan ahead to ensure the best product is 
produced and remember these tips when preparing/whiling writing: 
 

✓ Review other cover letters for reference and ideas. 
✓ Incorporate words and concepts from the application. 
✓ Present yourself as confident, capable and positive. 
✓ Use professional language from your field. 
✓ Avoid repeating yourself. 
✓ Keep your conclusion somewhat short and don’t waste space  
    referencing which documents you are including.  
✓ Constantly save cover letters you are working so nothing is lost!  

 
REVIEW, REVISE, REQUEST 
When you finish writing the first draft of your letter, take a break and review it 
later with fresh eyes. Read first for flow and make corrections based on overall 
clarity. Check for awkward phrases, verb tenses, or excessive wording. Review 
your cover letter a second time to make changes for proper grammar, spelling, 
capitalization, and stylization. Make sure to address it to the correct person, 
spell the position title and organization correctly, and have a recent date at the 
top. Once you have done all of these things, read it again for optimal 
professionalism before requesting feedback from trusted mentors, friends, or 
family members.  
 

Then, save the file as a PDF. Unless otherwise specified, title it with your last 
name, the organization you are applying to, and the position title (i.e. Smith 
Cover Letter – Carnegie Hall, Communication Manager). This makes it easy to 
for both you and the search committee to find and recognize.   
 

Save all of your completed cover letters in a folder for future reference, but do 
not re-use cover letters verbatim. Each letter should be catered to the specific 
position for which you are applying. 
 


